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Clinging to the Past: Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries in the United States
Short Title: Clinging to the Past
By: Duane Wilson and Brian Roberts
Abstract
This study reports on a national survey of circulation policies in academic libraries in the United States.
Circulation policies are similar at most responding libraries and are typically restrictive, though some
differences exist based on library type. Associates granting institutions tend to have less generous
circulation periods and PhD granting institutions tend to have more generous renewal policies. Despite
dramatic changes in print use, libraries have typically not adjusted their circulation policies to reflect the
current environment. Libraries should evaluate their circulation policies and seek for ways to provide
more generous policies to better serve the needs of their patrons.
Keywords
Circulation Policies, Access Services, Academic Libraries, Fines
Introduction
The collection focus of academic libraries has shifted dramatically in the past 20 years. It has
changed from being book and print journal centric to obtaining access to content in whatever form is
available. Though books are still a critical part of academic library services, with the ease of online
journal article access and the movement towards electronic books, the print monograph is less central
to an academic library’s purpose than it was in the past. The change in the centrality of the monograph
is evident through multiple years of declining circulation statistics in academic libraries. In ARL libraries,
total initial circulation has decreased by more than 50%, from 2000-2015 (37.4 million in 2000 to 16.8
million in 2015: compiled from ARL Statistics).
Because of the dramatic decline in print usage, one might imagine that libraries have
reevaluated their policies related to print circulation and made changes to encourage greater use.
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Unfortunately, there is virtually no data to test this supposition. Prior to 2015 there were no studies
published that attempted to document the circulation policies of academic libraries on a broad scale. In
Wilson, Frazier, and Harter’s study (2015), they found that major academic libraries (defined as those
that serve larger student populations) still held to traditional circulation policies (which were defined as
more restrictive), though many libraries had begun to experiment with more generous policies that
seemed to better fit a post-print-centric library world.
This study was undertaken as a follow-up to the survey published by Wilson et al. It reached out
to a broader spectrum of academic libraries, to determine circulation policy at libraries with different
demographics. It also compared results from the Wilson et al.’s (2015) survey (which was done in 2012)
to see if there had been any meaningful change in the four years between surveys.
Literature Review
Most articles related to circulation policy tend to report on how a specific change to circulation
policy affected a specific library. A few circulation policy studies reporting on policy related to libraries
in a specific geographic area or those of a specific type. This paper has only included those most
applicable to the current study in its review.
General Circulation Policy
In 1992 Hartse and Lee reported on a survey of institutions that were peers to the University of
Arizona Library to determine their circulation policies. The purpose of this study was to gather
benchmark data from other libraries in order to determine if change should be made in their library.
They used the results of the survey to recommend that all items should not be due at the end of the
semester in order to avoid the discharging bottleneck that end of semester due dates created. They also
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reduced the maximum fine for overdue materials, and proposed that telephone renewals be
implemented.
As part of a much broader study, in 2014, Wilson described a major assessment of circulation
policies at Brigham Young University (BYU). A subset of this study, a survey of policies at ARL academic
libraries in the United States and at other academic institutions with an enrollment over around 16,000,
was reported on by Wilson et. al. in 2015. The majority of responding libraries had traditional
(restrictive) circulation policies as defined by the authors. Those with non-traditional (less restrictive)
policies felt that they provided better service to their patrons as a result of their policies.
In a study of the libraries in the Ohio Link Consortium published in 2016, Irwin compared the
differences between how long patrons kept books out before and after a policy change that increased
the number of unseen renewals. The study found that those patrons who had kept an item for the
maximum number of renewals under the previous policy, often kept the item even longer under the
new policy. This implies that there were patrons who needed the books longer and that the more
generous renewal policy helped meet their needs.
In an example of a localized study to determine if changes were necessary published in 1981,
Fried and Hurlebaus studied the cost effectiveness of their circulation policies at the University of
Cincinnati Medical Center Library. The library had a one-week circulation policy, which was expanded to
two weeks after research. With more notices and longer loan periods there was a significant decline in
the number of overdue notices generated, which saved the library money.
In a similar type study, Rupp, Sweetman, and Perry reported in 2010 on New York University’s
Bobst Library’s evaluation of circulation policy and subsequent decision to increase loan periods and
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eliminate regular overdue fines. They felt that these changes brought policies better in line with a “21st
century library” and its user’s needs. The changes were evaluated and determined to be successful.
In 2012, Zweibel and Lane reported on an analysis of circulation data at the Columbia University
libraries. The authors found that that overall circulation activity had declined and faculty kept books out
the longest of any patron. In addition, when loan periods for undergraduates were increased, it caused
a decline in renewals for the same group.
In an article in 2014, Boyce reported on their discontinuance of fines and increase of circulation
periods for some groups. Their motivation was to save staff time, increase consistency across libraries,
and better meet the needs of their users. Staff time for billing was reduced dramatically and the change
was positively received by patrons.
Fines
As a part of circulation policy, fines have been a hot topic in the library literature. American
Libraries (1999) shared viewpoints of two different librarians—one for and one against fines. In 2010,
McMenemy discussed the debate about fines and the arguments for and against them. He felt that
fines were necessary because they kept library materials circulating in a way that was fair to all.
In 2009 Sifton discussed the number of libraries that have eliminated fines. He advocated for moving
past the old library model into more patron-friendly policies including eliminating fines. Several authors
(Mosley 2008; Redd, Blackburn, and Sifton 2014) have discussed the positive impact that eliminating
fines at their institutions has had.
In one of the only studies of its kind, Sung and Tolppanen (2013) analyzed data from Eastern
Illinois University and the University of Hawaii at Manoa to determine if fines impacted patron’s return
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of library materials. They determined that patrons who borrowed books when a fine policy was in place
more frequently returned books before due dates.
Recalls
In 1979, Goehlert studied the effects of loan policies on the return of recalled books. Faculty
returned recalled books much slower than students. The library decided to implement a policy of fining
faculty members who did not return recalled books, which was successful. Dethloff (2012) discussed
how the University of Houston replaced all recalls with interlibrary loan, assuming that recalls are not
good customer service. This change was regarded as a positive outcome for patrons.
Of the various studies mentioned above, some have sought out benchmark data while
evaluating library policies, while others have used other methods including statistical analysis to
examine and justify changes in library circulation policies. Though Wilson et. al.’s 2015 article does
provide benchmark data for ARL and academic libraries at institutions with a higher enrollment, no such
data is available for academic libraries with smaller enrollments. The purpose of this study was to
evaluate and interpret circulation policy data from a larger number and greater variety of academic
libraries. As an additional purpose, the author chose to compare the libraries that responded to the
new survey with those that received the survey that was reported on in Wilson et. al in order to see if
any meaningful changes had happened in the four years between surveys.
Methodology
The questions for the survey were largely based on the 2012 study published by Wilson et. al
(2015), though they were significantly modified or were added based on the different purpose of the
current survey and lessons learned from the original survey (see Appendix for copy of survey

Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 5

instrument). Questions asked included requests for circulation, renewal, fine, and recall policy as well as
demographic information. The survey was created using the Qualtrics® survey tool.
As an initial effort to select libraries to survey, the author used the NCES “Compare Academic
Libraries” tool (http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/libraries/Compare) to identify academic libraries in the
United States. Identifying a contact to survey in each of the over 4,000 libraries created a prohibitive
scope problem, therefore, the author chose to email the survey to a subset of libraries. Because of the
smaller numbers of larger libraries and the focus on comparison with the author’s own library, libraries
at institutions with higher enrollment and larger collections were specifically selected to receive an
email survey. The author used the compare libraries tool to select libraries that had over 10,000 FTE or
over 1,000,000 print holdings to receive a specific email survey invitation. Because the author had
access to the list of libraries who received an email from the 2012 survey, all of the libraries from the
original survey were included in the group that received a specific email invitation for the second survey.
Libraries with less than 20,000 print holdings but more than 10,000 FTE were eliminated from
the initial survey group because their low print volume in comparison to FTE was very different from the
majority of libraries. This left 472 institutions in the pool to receive an email invitation. A search of
these institution’s library websites for the emails of the heads of circulation, access services, or those
with similar titles identified 423 institutions where an invitation email could be sent. When an email for
an individual could not be found, a general library email was identified and used if possible. The survey
was distributed to these emails through the Qualtrics® survey tool.
In order to obtain results from libraries at institutions with smaller enrollments and smaller
collections, the author chose to send the survey to two listservs where interested representatives from
other libraries might respond. Lib-circplus was chosen because circulation professionals from a variety
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of library types use this list. Collib-l was chosen because representatives from a variety of college
libraries, including those with lower enrollments and smaller collections, are members of the listserv.
Because of the possibility of multiple individuals responding from the same institution, a
question requesting the name of the responding institution was included so that duplicate institutional
responses could be eliminated. The decision of which duplicate response to keep was made based on
which survey was most complete and if the person had been emailed the survey or if they responded to
a listserv request.
The survey opened on February 17, 2016 with invitations sent to the email addresses mentioned
above and a general invitation sent to lib-circplus. A reminder was sent on February 22 to those who
had not responded to the initial email invitation, and to the initial lib-circplus email. On the same day
the follow-up email was sent, an invite was sent to collib-l. A final email reminder was sent to those
that had not responded to the email invite and to both listservs on February 26. The survey closed on
March 1, 2016.
To analyze the results, traditional statistical methods were used. When different variables were
analyzed for statistical significance, the p-value test was used. For those variables that did not lend
themselves to a traditional p-value test, the chi-square test for statistical significance better fit the type
of data being analyzed.
Findings
Survey Responses
Respondents began 410 surveys. Of these, 19 were duplicates (more than one response from
the same institution) and 133 either abandoned the survey prior to finishing or did not complete the
majority of questions. Eliminating these duplicate and incomplete surveys resulted in 258 completed
Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 7

surveys for analysis. Of the 258 surveys, 112 respondents took the survey as a result of the email
invitation and the other 146 took the survey as a result of one of the listserv invitations. It should be
noted that, although 258 responses were analyzed, some respondents did not respond to some
questions. As a result, the total respondents to the survey does not always match the total respondents
to an individual question.
Demographic Information
The demographic information gathered gave a good picture of the types of libraries that
responded. The respondents reported on their institutions’ highest degree offered, full time student
enrollment, and the number of monographs in the library collection. The majority of schools sampled
(54%) offered at least a PhD while 42%, had a FTE of between 10,000 and 30,000, and (49%) had a
monograph collection of between 100,000 and a million (see Table 1: Demographic Information). This is
not surprising given the types of libraries that received a specific invitation to participate. There were
still a significant number of libraries with a lower enrollment and smaller collections that responded.
[Insert Table 1]
Circulation
In order to gain an understanding of the ways that libraries kept track of due dates, the survey
asked what terminology libraries used to describe them. Days, weeks, terms, semesters, “depends on
patron type”, and other were the possible responses (reported in in Table 2: Time Periods Used for Due
Dates). The “depends on patron type” option received a plurality of responses, indicating that the type
of patron was a primary determinate for how due dates were described. This is consistent with results
reported later in the survey, where undergraduates and community patrons tend to have day and week
checkouts while graduates, staff, and faculty have longer circulation periods that are often described in
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semesters or even years. Those libraries who responded “other” on the survey typically stated that the
terminology of circulation depended on the item type.
[Insert Table 2]
To gather circulation period information, the survey presented a series of free response boxes
and asked respondents to describe their library’s circulation periods for the patron categories
community, undergraduate, graduate, staff, and faculty. Respondents entered a large variety of
numbers and terms to describe their responses. Many respondents used semester as the circulation
period for graduate students, faculty and staff. In order to include semester-long due dates in the
numerical analysis, the author determined to normalize the semester and a few other similar terms. A
semester was normalized to 120 days, with “academic year” being normalized to 240 days and “annual”
circulation periods being normalized to 365 days. Terms such as block, term, and quarter were not
normalized because of the various ways that they are defined on different campuses. Because of the
small number of these latter terms, their exclusion did not significantly affect the overall analysis.
The analysis of circulation periods is presented in Table 3: Circulation Periods of Different Patron
Groups in Days. Undergraduate and Community patron groups had similar checkout policies, with the
median and mode for both groups being 28 days. The average and standard deviation for
undergraduate students was slightly higher than the community patron average.
Graduate, faculty, and staff circulation periods were also similar, with the mode being a
semester for each of these groups (normalized to 120 days). Despite the similarities in the mode, the
faculty and staff policies were more generous than those of graduate students with the staff average
being 108 days and the faculty average being 163 days. For faculty and staff there were two libraries
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that offered an unlimited circulation period, though these responses were eliminated from the
numerical analysis.
[Insert Table 3]
It is interesting to note that, though there were 42 different checkout periods listed by the
various responding libraries, the majority of checkouts can be represented in just 10 checkout periods as
illustrated in Table 4: Most Common Checkout Periods. These specific periods represented between
80% and 96% of the total checkout periods (depending on patron type).
[Insert Table 4]
The data clearly shows that that undergraduate and community patrons have very similar
checkout periods that are almost always 42 days or less. The graduate and staff checkout periods are
bimodal, with a peak of circulation around 28 days and a higher peak at around 120 days. Faculty
checkouts also have a peak at 120 days, but have a large number of library with checkout periods higher
than 120 days as well.
Demographics and Circulation
Not surprisingly, circulation periods varied by demographic factors as well. As was previously
noted, the survey requested demographic information on highest degree awarded, FTE of students, and
monographic collection size. The largest difference in circulation period between demographics was
related to highest degrees awarded. There were differences between circulation for FTE and
Monographic collection size, but these differences were not statistically significant.
As seen in Figure 1: Average Circulation Period by Highest Degree Awarded, institutions whose
highest degree was an Associates were much more restrictive in their circulation policies for all groups,
particularly faculty and staff. Community and undergraduate periods for all groups were fairly similar
Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 10

and there is no statistically significant difference between institutions for these patron categories. The
difference in circulation periods between faculty patron groups at associates granting institutions and all
other degree granting institutions is significant to a p-value of less than 0.0001.
[Insert Figure 1]
One difficulty in analyzing the responses is trying to understand what graduate circulation
periods mean for institutions that only award associates or bachelor’s degrees. This ambiguity is a result
of a weakness in the survey instrument. It is possible that associates and bachelor’s degree granting
institutions interpreted this question to mean students that had graduated (alumni) from their
institution rather than graduate students taking classes.
Bachelor’s and master’s degree granting institutions were slightly more generous in their
policies for faculty and staff members, while those institutions that offered a PhD were the most
generous in circulation policies for undergraduates, graduates, and faculty. The difference between the
faculty circulation period for masters and PhD granting institutions was significant to a p-value of
0.0018. The difference in graduate circulation periods between masters and PhD granting institutions
was significant to a p-value of 0.0003.
Despite higher average circulation periods, it is important to note that graduate students,
faculty, and staff had the most variation among their checkout periods as is seen in Table 5: Standard
Deviation of Circulation Periods by Highest Degree Awarded. In comparison, all institutions had a low
standard deviation for Undergraduate and Community Circulation. This means that graduate, staff, and
faculty checkouts varied dramatically and that some institutions gave these groups relatively short
circulation periods while others gave much longer circulation periods.
[Insert Table 5]
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Respondents to Previous Survey
In order to determine if Major Academic Libraries (as defined in Wilson et al. 2015) had any
change in their circulation periods since 2012 (when the data from the original study was collected), the
libraries from the 2012 pool were isolated and their policies were analyzed and compared to the data
from Wilson et al.’s studies. Although no demographic data was obtained from the 2012 survey, the
author was able to analyze the domains of the emails of those who responded in 2012 to determine
which institutions had been asked to respond to the original survey. These institutions were compared
with the names of the institutions that responded to the 2016 survey to determine which institutions
from the original survey pool had responded to the second survey. This resulted in 54 libraries that
were used for analysis. The data for the respondents in the 2016 survey was analyzed and compared to
the 2012 data. These two data sets are found in Table 6: Circulation Period Data from Wilson et al. and
from Major Academic Libraries 2016.
The minimum, maximum, average, and standard deviation in the more recent study are all
slightly higher than that of the original data in almost every category. However, the median is identical
for all patron types except faculty and the mode is identical in all patron categories to the original study.
There is no statistical significance in the differences between surveys. This implies that there may have
been localized changes which have provided more generous policies, but there is no verifiable trend of
change in the circulation periods of responding major academic libraries since 2012.
[Insert Table 6]
Recent Changes
Respondents were asked if they had made any changes to their monographic circulation period
in the last 10 years. Of the 258 respondents, 106 (41%) said they had. When asked what was changed
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there were a large variety of responses. An increase in undergraduate and graduate circulation periods
was most common with 24 libraries each mentioning this kind of change. Increasing staff and faculty
checkout periods was indicated in 14 libraries. An effort to promote standardization of policies was
mentioned by 10 respondents. These responses indicate that changes have been occurring, however,
they were not wide spread enough to show a trend of changes in libraries as a whole.
Respondents were also asked why circulation policies were changed. Of the 102 that responded
to this question, 49 said that the change was made to help users. For 33 libraries, the changes were
made to help staff and 32 said that the changes happened in response to external forces such as a
change in ILS or change in consortial practices. In the general comments question, 13 respondents said
that they were considering changes to circulation policies in the future.
Renewals
Respondents were asked to report on the number of unseen renewals (defined as a renewal
that can be accomplished without bringing the item into the library) they offered for each patron
category. The majority of libraries had 3 or fewer unseen renewals for all patron groups, however,
numerical outliers and a number of libraries that offered unlimited renewals created difficulty for
analysis.
Even though libraries with unlimited renewals were not included in the numerical analysis, the
average number of renewals was relatively high (see Table 7: Renewals for Different Patron Groups).
However, this was due to a few numerical outliers as can be seen in Table 8: Renewal Numbers and
Percentages. One library offered 9999 renewals to their users and a few libraries offered 99 or more. It
is likely that the larger numbers are a way for the institution to indicate unlimited renewals within the
constraints of their library system. The very high standard deviation numbers (Table 7) shows how
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disparate the data actually is. The median and mode (Table 7) show that the majority of unseen
renewals offered for most libraries was 2. If the outliers are removed from the data set (those with 30
or more renewals) the average for these institutions was 2 for community patrons and 3 for all other
patrons. Although these outliers greatly affect the data, it is useful include them to see that there are
some libraries that offer very generous renewal policies.
The dichotomy in the numbers is more easily seen in Figure 2: Grouped Renewals by Patron
Type.
[Insert Table 7]
[Insert Table 8]
[Insert Figure 2]
Significance analysis, Renewals and Demographics
Due to the extreme variances in policies, the renewal data did not lend itself well to traditional
significance analysis. As a result, it was not possible to run a traditional p-value test. Using the chisquare test (which is better suited to this type of data), it was possible to show that faculty and staff
patrons had more renewals available to them than undergraduate, graduate, and community patrons in
a way that is statistically significant to the 0.0001 level.
Like circulation period policies, those institutions that offered PhDs were more likely to have
more generous renewal periods. In fact, only one institution that was not a PhD granting institution
offered more than 10 renewals to their patrons. The chi-square test showed that the higher number of
renewals that PhD granting institutions offered to their patrons was statistically significant to the 0.0001
level. The extreme difference between the institutions is shown in Table 9: Renewal Average for
Different Degree Granting Institutions.
Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 14

[Insert Table 9]
Because of the differences between the survey questions in Wilson et. al (2015) and the current
survey, it is difficult to make meaningful comparisons to determine if there was any change. Wilson et.
al’s survey limited the maximum number of renewals that the institution could pick to 50 and all other
renewals were considered unlimited. The current survey gives a much better picture of renewals,
having given a free response box for the patrons to enter their information in.
Fines
In the previous study by Wilson et al. (2015), respondents were asked if they charged overdue
fines. From the analysis of this question, it became obvious that some respondents did not distinguish
between overdue fines for monographs and overdue fines for specialty items. As a result, the current
survey asked respondents separate questions about monograph and specialty item fines.
Of the 258 institutions that responded, 66% charged fines for regular monographs and 86% charged
fines for other items such as course reserve and equipment. The fact that more institutions charged
fines for specialty items than for regular monographs was statistically significant in a chi square test
(which test better matched this data set) to a p value of .0001.
In the previous study by Wilson et al. (2015), 75% of the libraries reported that they charged
overdue fines. The libraries from the same survey pool that responded to the current survey reported
that 63% charge fines for regular monographs and 96% charge fines for reserve and other items. The
difference between the number of libraries who fined in the original survey and in the current survey
was not statistically significant. Since the question from the original survey was not as specific as the
current survey, it is difficult to determine if there is any real change between the original and the
current survey.
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Like circulation and renewals, demographics were examined to determine if there were any
significant differences between institutions. For monograph fines, there was no statistical significance in
the differences between different institution types. However, for other fines such as reserve and media,
institutions that had larger collections (more than 1,000,000 items) and that offered PhDs were more
likely to have these fines as measured in a chi square test that was significant to a p-value of 0.0001.
Those institutions that do not charge monograph fines were asked what they do to encourage patrons
to return materials. Of the 89 institutions that fit in this category, 84 responded to this question. Of
these 84, 60% said that they use notices (email or paper), 42% said that they bill for the lost item, and
23% mentioned placing holds on students’ accounts. Most institutions used a combination of these
methods.
Those libraries that do charge monograph fines were asked what other methods they used to
encourage book return. Of these responses, 61% said that they use notices (email and print) while 23%
placed holds or blocks on student accounts at the university. There were 16% that placed holds on
library accounts and 13% that billed for lost items. Amnesty days were held by 5% of respondents and
5% held food for fines events.
All libraries were asked what the benefits of library fines were and 226 responded. There were
37% that said that fines were an incentive for patrons to return materials while 23% said that they were
to get materials returned in a timely way. Fines were mentioned as a source of income by 22% of
respondents. Of the respondents, 14% said that there was little to no benefit for fines while 10% felt
that they were important to hold patrons accountable. Respondents in 7% of libraries mentioned the
importance of using the fines to replace material in the library (sometimes material in general and
sometimes the lost/billed material).
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All libraries were also asked about the draw backs of library fines and 221 responded. The most
common response, mentioned by 58% of respondents, was that they cause problems with patrons in
some way. Additional staff processing time was mentioned by 38% of respondents and 10% mentioned
problems with handling cash. No direct financial benefit was mentioned by 9% of respondents and 7%
weren’t sure that they were effective. Another 7% were concerned that fines only cause problems for
poor patrons while patrons with greater financial means were not affected.
Recalls
Respondents were asked how their library provides items to patrons when an existing library
copy is already checked out and 246 people responded to this question. They were given an open text
box to respond and most listed multiple ways that they might obtain items. In perhaps the most
surprising finding of the survey, 70% of those that responded said that they would use interlibrary loan
to get an item for a patron. This greatly dwarfed the 39% of respondents who said that they would
recall an item and the 36% of respondents who said they would use a consortium or get the item from
another campus library.
In many of these same responses, the respondents listed a preferential order that they would
use to request items. For those that offered a preferential order, using a consortium was by far the first
choice for requests.
Because of the difference in the way the recall question was asked between this survey and the
original survey (Wilson et. al 2015), it is not possible to make meaningful comparisons about changes in
relation to recalls. However, it should be noted that the recall was mentioned as the most common and
traditional method for getting items back in the original survey.

Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 17

Discussion
With the variety of library sizes and types responding, these survey results give a good picture of
circulation policy trends in responding US academic libraries. As in Wilson et al.’s (2015) study,
circulation policies are still fairly restrictive, with circulation periods for community and undergraduates
being the most restrictive. Graduates, staff, and faculty members typically had semester long checkouts
and faculty members experienced the greatest variation in their checkout period.
One of the unfortunate trends that the survey uncovered is that libraries tend to treat community
patrons and undergraduate patrons the same in terms of circulation period. This seems to imply that
undergraduates have equivalent needs to those unaffiliated with the university. This is an imbalance
that libraries should examine more carefully.
Associates institutions provided the most restrictive checkout period for all patron categories,
which is perhaps an acknowledgment of the place of research on such campuses. However, associates
institutions could still consider whether or not the use of their collection justifies their limited circulation
policies.
Faculty members had the greatest variation in their circulation period among all institutions.
The average circulation period for faculty was the highest at PhD granting institutions which is not
surprising given the emphasis at these institutions on research for faculty members.
It was interesting to note that there was no major difference between circulation periods for
libraries in the survey pools from the 2012 survey and the 2016 survey. This seems to imply that there is
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either no trend in circulation period changes or that the pace of change is slow and that it will take
several years to see changes.
Despite the findings of Rupp et al. (2010) and Zweibel and Lane (2012), libraries have not
generally increased their circulation periods in order to better serve current patron needs
The finding about renewals was particularly interesting. The huge variety of renewals offered
means that many institutions are allowing patrons to keep the books for a very long time. However,
only PhD granting institutions were truly generous with their policies, allowing higher number of
renewals and often unlimited renewals. The other types of institutions maintained restrictive renewal
policies with two renewals being the most common number offered. A more specific study related to
renewals would give a better picture of how successful these generous policies have been and if they
should be adopted more broadly. As noted above in Irwin’s (2016) study, it appears that increasing the
number of renewals does help better meet a need for a certain subset of patrons.
One of the more interesting results from the survey was related to recalls. ILL was reportedly
used more frequently than recalls when an existing library item was checked out. This seems to imply
that Detholff’s (2012) findings have been accepted among libraries and that ILL has become an
acceptable way to obtain an item for a patron when the library owned copy is checked out. In order to
determine how this is really happening, an additional follow up survey would be needed.
Those libraries that have strong consortial agreements use their agreements to obtain an
additional copy of items much more frequently than they use recalls. Libraries that do not have such
agreements must use other methods.
Fines are standard in most institutions for both regular circulation and equipment fines.
However, 34% of respondents do not charge regular overdue fines. Only 16% of libraries do not charge
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fines for specialty items. It appears that some libraries are experimenting with elimination of fines,
though the majority still use them in some way. They have not followed Sifton’s (2009) advice to
eliminate fines.
One of the purposes of this survey was to determine if fine policies had changed in major
academic libraries since the 2012 survey reported in Wilson et al. (2015). Though there were some
localized changes to policy, there was no verifiable trend in changing circulation policy since 2012.
All of these findings point to academic libraries being behind in terms of reviewing and adopting
more generous policies in light of the decline in print usage. It seems it would be hard to justify such
limited policies as circulation continues to decline. Though it is heartening to hear of a few libraries
making changes to policy, the majority of libraries do not seem to have evaluated their policies to see if
a change would be warranted.
Just like all policies, it is of utmost importance that any change be based on the needs of the
individual institution and its users. Libraries should undertake their own analysis of their policies that
includes consideration of any unique institutional characteristics. Studies such as this one, in addition to
user surveys and institutional statistical data should be used to compare current policies with user needs
and standard practices.
If the experience of those libraries who have provided more generous circulation policies is any
indication, then the majority of libraries could provide longer circulation periods, more renewals, a
possible elimination of fines, and an adjustment to patron recall policy without harm to their library.
The true benefit to any change is that the collection would be better able to meet the needs of the
patrons. Such changes result in better use of library resources and, most importantly, happier patrons.
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Study Limitations
This study was limited by the selection method for survey respondents. Because specific
libraries were targeted that tended to have a specific demographic (large collection size and larger
enrollment), these types of libraries have better representation in the data.
Though it was possible to identify the libraries from the original survey that took this follow-up
survey, it was not possible to determine if the same person took both surveys. This might have
accounted for differences in data between the two surveys. Since those variables that could be
compared resulted in a lack of statistically significant difference between the two results, it isn’t likely
that this had an effect on the comparison.
As mentioned in the text above, institutions that reported not having graduate students
reported on graduate circulation periods. It is unclear what these institutions may have been referring
to, though they might have referred to students who had graduated from their own institutions or they
might have referred to graduate students from other institutions who used their library.
Further Studies
In addition to a few ideas mentioned above, the following studies may be beneficial.
Though this study was largely successful in reaching out to a greater variety of libraries than the
original survey, the study is still predominately focused on libraries with larger collections and larger
student population. It may be beneficial to do a follow-up study with a larger number of bachelor’s
degree granting institutions with smaller collection numbers and lower enrollment. That being said, the
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consistency of the responses received makes it difficult to imagine that the data on circulation policies
would change much even with a larger sample size.
Based on recent conference experiences of the author, there seems to be a large interest in fine
elimination among some libraries. It would be beneficial to do more in-depth study on fine elimination
trends to see if libraries are making changes in that area and to provide more examples of best
practices.
Conclusion
Though individual academic libraries are examining circulation policies and making changes to
their policies, as a whole change in the academic library profession has not occurred. The majority of
libraries are clinging to traditional practices that reflect the past emphasis on print. As circulation
continues to decline in academic libraries, this lack of change may continue to exacerbate the decline.
Users who can have their information needs met in less restrictive environments will seek out those
environments. Libraries should proactively examine their policies to determine how they could better
meet patron needs with more generous circulation policies. Those libraries who have made changes
report that these changes have only brought positive results.
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Appendix:

Survey Instrument

This survey is being conducted by XXX to explore monograph circulation procedures at academic
libraries. This survey should take approximately 5 minutes to complete. Involvement in this survey is
voluntary. You may withdraw at any time or refuse to participate entirely without penalty. There are
minimal risks to your participation in this study. The findings may be presented and published to the
professional library community. There will be no reference to your identification at any point during the
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analysis or reporting of the results. By proceeding to the next page, you consent to participate in this
study. If you have any questions regarding this study you may contact XXX.
1. Does your library keep track of due dates in terms of:







Days
Weeks
Terms (quarterly)
Semester
Depends on patron status
Other (please indicate) ____________________

2. Please enter the circulation period of regular monographs for the following patron categories. Do
not include circulation periods for media items, reserve items, or other items that may have non-typical
circulation periods.
Undergraduate
Graduate
Faculty
Staff
Community
Other
3. Has your library changed circulation periods for regular monographs in the last 10 years?
 Yes
 No
Answer If Has your library changed circulation periods for regular monographs in the last 10 years Yes Is
Selected
4. What changes were made?

Answer If Has your library changed circulation periods for regular monographs in the last 10 years Yes Is
Selected
5. Why were these changes made?

6. Any additional comments about circulation periods?
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7. How many unseen renewals does your library offer to the following patrons? (An unseen renewal
means that the patron can renew the item without bringing it in to the library.)
Undergraduate
Graduate
Faculty
Staff
Community
Other
8. Any other comments about renewals?

9. Does your library charge overdue fines for monographs (please do not include items such as course
reserve, equipment, or other specialty items)?
 Yes
 No
10. Does your library charge overdue fines for other items such as course reserve, equipment, or other
specialty items?
 Yes
 No
Answer If Do you charge fines for regular items in your collection that become overdue (do not include
items such as course reserve, equipment, or other specialty items)? Yes Is Selected
11. What is the monograph fine amount charged for the following patron types (include fine/day if
possible)?
Undergraduate
Graduate
Faculty
Staff
Community
Other
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Answer If Do you charge fines for regular items in your collection that become overdue (do not include
item... Yes Is Selected
12. What is your library's maximum overdue fine for a single monograph (please do not include specialty
items)?
Undergraduate
Graduate
Faculty
Staff
Community
Other
Answer If Does your library charge fines for overdue items (please do not include items such as course
rese... No Is Selected
13. How does your library encourage patrons to return their materials?

Answer If Does your library charge overdue fines for monographs (please do not include items such as
course reserve, equipment, or other specialty items)? Yes Is Selected
14. Other than fines, how does your library encourage patrons to return their materials?

15. What are the benefits of library fines?

16. What are the drawbacks of library fines?

17. Any further comments about fines?

18. How does your library provide items to patrons when an existing library copy is already checked out?

19. Comments about recalls:

20. Please list the name of your institution.
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21. What is the highest degree offered by your institution?





Associates
Bachelors
Masters
PHD

22. What is your institution's student FTE?





Less than 1000
1,000-10,000
10,000-30,000
Greater than 30,000

23. How many print monographs are in your library's collection?





Less that 50,000
50,000-100,000
100,000-1,000,000
More than 1,000,000

Circulation Policies in Academic Libraries 28

